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THE WEST GERMAN EXAMPLE OF VOTER TURNOUT
by Roger White
I.

Introduction

During a recent midterm congressional election I was reminded of
the process that the average American citizen must go through to vote.
This process began, in my case, several weeks in advance of the actual
vote. First, I had to make a number of phone ca 11 s to determine where
to register. Then, I was forced to take time out of my daily schedule
to go down and register during their office hours. Registration was
only the beginning, however, as I spent the next few weeks trying to
sort through the multitude of information about the election in order to
make the best choices. Finally, the day to cast my ballot arrived, but
I found that voting was not much easier than the rest of the process.
For one thing, it took a fair amount of effort just to find someone who
could direct me to the voting place, and for another, I had to stand in
line for about 20 minutes. As I left the voting booth, wondering how
much difference my one vote could make anyway, I had a better
understanding of why only about half the eligible citizens vote in the
United States.
This voting experience led me to wonder why democratic countries
like West Germany have such a high voter turnout as compared to the
United States. Most reports agree that the German Federal Republic has
averaged about 87 percent voter turnout s i nee its establishment after
~lorld Wa 2 II.
In recent elections, turnout has risen to over 90
percent.
During this same time period thJ United States has averaged
less than 60 percent in national elections.
After doing some reading on this subject, I came to the conclusion
that there are quite a few variables that might affect voter turnout.
Some of these variables include registration laws, electoral systems,
socioeconomic status, and cultural influences. The question is which of
these variables has enough impact on voter turnout to cause the
significant differences between turnout in the United States and West
Germany? There does not appear to be a consensus as to the answer to
this question. In fact, this question has been a source of debate among
many experts.
The hypothesis that I am most comfortable with is that voting in a
democratic country is somewhat like the interaction that occurs in the
marketplace of a free enterprise economy. In the marketplace, the price
a person is willing to pay for an item depends on the item's importance
to that individual. If the price is too high, the individual won't buy
it. Likewise, if the item is not important to the individual, he will
not buy it. So, the two essential considerations in making a market
decision are price and importance of the item to the individual.
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Like this market concept, voting is also a decision that must
involve a consideration of price and importance. The price of voting is
the investment one must give in time and effort to register and then
vote. The price an individual will pay to vote depends on how important
voting is to him. If a society wants to raise voter turnout using this
theory, then they must either lower the price of voting or raise the
importance of voting among the members of that society. From my study,
it appears that West Germany has a higher voter turnout than the Uni t ed
States because of a combination of price and importance. Accordingly,
the thesis that will guide this appear is that voter turnout in the
German Federal Republic is higher than the United States because voting
is easier in West Germany and because Germans value voting more than
Americans.
I have limited this study to the post-World War II time period
(1949 to the present) and only to national elections, rather than state,
local, or primary elections. This study is also limited to sources in
the English language.
This is a qualitative, comparative study and will proceed by giving
some background to the problem and then analyzing the two variables of
price and importance of voting.
II.

Setting the Stage

The purpose of this section is to establish a foundation for the
analysis that will follow. Background information and definitions will
be established to clarify the problem.
Political Participation
Political participation is the general concept of which voting is a
part.
Numerous
activities
could
be classified
as
political
participation. Sidney Verba and Norman H. Nie define participation as
any activity 11 aimed at influencing t~e selection of governmental
personnel and/or the actions they take. 11
Participation might include
making a political contribution, attending political meetings, writing
to a public official, working on a campaign, or visiting a government
office. Some even go so far as to say that putting a political bumper
sticker on a car or talking about politics with a friend is political
participation. Of all these activities, however, voting is acknowledged
as the form of participation that involves the most people. In fact,
one author explains that 11 for a large number of 5itizens voting was the
only form of political participation 11 engaged in.
In the United States, general political participation has
traditionally been high. In Almond and Verba's famous 1963 study of
five Western democracies, we find 51 percent of American respondents
feeling that the ordinary citizen should take an active role in his
com~unity, while only 22 percent of West Germans felt this should be
so.
An interesting phenomenon, however, is the fact that voter turnout
in the United States is one of the lowest of all democratic countries.
~lest Germany, on the other hand, has not been high in most areas of
political participation since World War II, but has been extremely high
in voter turnout. The Almond and Verba study points out the fact that
participation in general among Germans has not been extensive. One
example of low participation, historically, is that West Germans seldom
discuss politics informally.
As was mentioned earlier, though, voting
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has been one aspect of political activity that Germans have consistently
been involved in.
Recent literature on West Germany, however, indicates that forms of
political participation other than voting are on the increase. As
Table 2.1 illustrates, political discussion among West Germans has
increased dramatically over the past 20 years.
This may be an
indication that Almond and Verba's concerns of 1963 are changing for the
better, since higher rates of political involvement are usually
considered to create a more stable democratic system. Another source
indicates that Germans are now participating more in other activities
such as 811 campa i gn acti vi ty--showi ng party support and attending
meetings."
Table 2.1
FREQUENCY OF POLITICAL DISCUSSION IN WEST GERMANY 9
Fre9uenc1

July
1953

June
1959

July
1961

Oct.
1965

Sept.
1969

Dec.
1972

Daily

8.60%

10. 70%

10. 30%

9.80%

37 .10%

50.20%

Occasionally

28.50

49.80

50.70

65.70

39.50

34.30

Never

62.90

39.40

38.90

24.50

23.40

15.50

Sample Mean

1.47

1. 71

1. 70

1.85

2 .10

2.34

N

3236

941

1278

1141

1190

1362
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Figure 2.1
PARTICIPATION IN POLITICS, 1972lO
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We can see from Figure 2.1 that West Germans are participating in
politics in a number of ways. As other forms of political participation
increase in West Germany, voter turnout continues to be high. This
paper will focus on the reasons for this high turnout in sections that
follow.
Institutional Differences
One of the problems with a study such as this one is that the
political institutions of the countries under study are different in
many ways, and therefore strict comparisons are difficult.
The
differences that affect this study are in the legislatures and the
electoral system.
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It was stated earlier that this paper would focus only on national
elections. This definition causes problems because national elections
are different in the United States than they are in West Germany. We
have national elections in the United States for the Presidency, for the
House of Representatives, and for the Senate. In West Germany, the only
real national elections are the elections of members to the lower house
of the legislature, called the Bundestag. Bundestag elections take
place every four years, barring a vote of no-confidence. This means
national elections in West Germany are less frequent than in the United
States. This fact may have some effect on voter turnout which will be
discussed later. The President and the upper house, or Bundesrat, are
not included in the national elections because the President is elected
indirectly, and Bundesrat members are representatives of the lander
(local) governments.
The second difference in the two governments that has an impact on
this study is the difference in electoral systems. Senators and
Representatives in the United States are popularly elected, while the
President is elected by means of the electoral college. In the Federal
Republic of Germany, national elections are a little more complicated.
David Conradt writes that "the question of how West Germans are to elect
their
representatives
remains
one of i~e few controversial
constitutional issues in German politics."
As was mentioned,
elections for the Bundestag are the only true national elections and
therefore the only elections considered here. Some have called the
system for electing Bundestag members a "personalize PR" system because
it 11 combi nes e 1ements from its two predecessors: both s i ngl e-memb 12
constituencies and proportional representation with party lists."
This system allows each person to vote twice--once for an individual
candidate and once for a party. These differences all show that the act
of voting is different in West Germany than it is in the United States
and therefore make some comparisons difficult.
Although voter registration will be dealt with in the following
section, it must be briefly mentioned here for the purpose of defining
voter turnout. Germany is different than the United States in that they
take the initiative in registering all eligible citizens themselves.
Since a large majority of all eligible voters are automatically
registered, voting statistics in West Germany are given according to the
percentage of registered voters who vote. Since not all eligible
Americans are registered, statistics are usually given as the percentage
of eligible citizens who vote. It would be best if we could compare
eligible citizens of both countries, but it does not make too much
difference, since nearly all eligible citizens are also registered
voters in Germany.
III.

The

11

Price 11 of Voting

The objective of this section is to give support to the argument
that voter turnout increases when the voting process is made more
convenient.
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Registration
Voter registration in West Germany is not a difficult process. The
fact that eligible citizens are automatically registered by the
government has a 1 ready been mentioned. Perhaps a few more deta i 1s on
how this is done would be helpful. Richard Carlson of the National
Municipal League explains that each municipality in the Federal Republic
of Germany has "three offices whose activities lfontribute to the
creation and maintenance of the electoral rolls. 11
He continues by
explaining that the municipal registrar's office collects records on
births, deaths and marriages, and the registration office records all
arrivals and departures, such as people moving.
Then the election
office uses the data gathered by the other two offices to compile lists
of eligible voters. All this is done automatically by the election
office, and since the entire population is required by law to register
as citizenf 4 they are also registered as voters whether they desire to
be or not.
The American voter, on the other hand, must initiate the
registration process himself.
Since the United States allows each
individual state to set its own registration requirements, it will be
impossible to examine each of them. It is obvious, however, that it is
much more difficult for the citizen to be responsible for his own
registration than for the government to do it for him. In the American
system a citizen is forced to locate the place of registration, perhaps
to take time out of important responsibilities, and then to go register.
Many argue that the 1ittle inconveniences of registration in the
United States combine to the degree many citizens just don't bother to
register and hence, don't vote either. Steven Rosen stone and Raymond
Wolfinger, two scholars on voting behavior, concluded that "registration
laws have a substantia\1ffect on the number of people who go to the
polls on election day. 11
The findings of their research suggest that
if all states adopted liberal voter registration laws, as some states
a 1ready :hf ve, "turnout would increase by approximately 9 .1 percentage
points."
Taking these findings even closer to the purpose of this
paper, Wolfinger and Rosenstone said, 11 we are confident that
establishing a European-type registration sy~t;em would increase voter
turnout by substantially more than 9 percent. 11
A few examples might add strength to Rosenstone and Wolfinger's
position. First, we could use the example of President Carter's recent
attempt to change registration laws so that citizens could register on
voting day. Although Carter expressed the desire to help the people by
making voting easier, many felt that his ulterior motive was to help the
Democratic party. They argued that a majority of those who do not vote
are Democrats, and so by making registration easier, Carter would have
increased voter turnout, which would have helped the Democratic
candidates. The implicit assumption behind this whole situati@n is that
making registration laws lighter will increase voter turnout.
Two other examples involve younger voters. Research has indicated
that younger voters do not vote as much as middle-aged voters. Some
have argued that the reason for this is that the young move more often,
and that when you are fairly new in a location, voter registration is
more difficult.
This difficulty keeps the new residents from
registering and, therefore, from voting. One exception to this voting
pattern among younger voters, however, is the college campus vote.
Turnout has been high among college students, and the same registration
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argument could apply here. It is argued that colleges usually have
registration tables on campus, which makes registering convenieri"lg for
students. Once they are registered, they are more likely to vote.
These arguments seem logical, and they do give us reason to believe
that voter registration affects voter turnout. There are those who
disagree with this position, however. Kevin Phillips and Paul Blackman
have written an entire book on the subject, entitled Electoral Reform
and Voter Participation, Federal Registration: A False Remedy for Voter
Apathy. In this book the authors contend that registration aws do not
significantly change voter turnout and that we need to look to
socioeco2Bmic, political, and cultural factors to explain voter
turnout.
One other argument against the effect of registration laws on voter
turnout is given by Robert S. Erikson of the University of Houston. He
argues that states with few registration requirements do not show a
higher turnout of voters than states which have strict registration
requirements. His explanation for this is that those who have made a
sacrifice to regi ste;r1 for the vote will not 1et their sacrifice go to
waste by not voting.
The Act of Voting
Voting itself is somewhat different in West Germany than it is in
the United States. Rather than voting on a Tuesday in November as we do
in the United States, West Germans vote on a 11 Sunday or a pub 1i c
ho 1i day. 11
The month of the vote is not set.
With a vote of
no-confidence, of course, elections would be held at that time.
Normally, though, elections to the Bundestag are held every four years,
sometime 11 during the last three months of the legislative term. 11 The
chancellor has the responsibility of deciding the date of the election.
Polls are usually set up in railway depots or hospitals, and if you are
away f2;?m home you can still cast your ballot through the 11 postal
vote. 11
As with voter registration, there are also many who argue that West
German voting itself is easier than in the United States and that this
convenience causes higher voter turnout. The main reason people take
this stand is the fact that Germans vote on a Sunday or holiday.
Lewis J. Edinger explains that because 11 elections always come on ~~ndays
a voter can spare the time and will not suffer a loss of income. 11
An example might aid in substantiating this position. Gunter Golde
of the University of California at Berkeley did some research on
Southwest Germany.
He explains that this region is mostly rural
farmland. Controlling for the religion variable, Golde studied voting
patterns.
In his research he found that Catholics vote more than
Protestants from this region. His conclusion was that Catholics have a
higher voter turnout because the act of voting is more convenient for
them. The reason voting is more convenient for the Catholic population
of this area is that they attend church more than Protestants; and since
German election~ 4are on Sunday, Catholics are already 11 present at the
polling place. 11
Thus, according to Golde, ease or convenience of
voting does have an impact on voter turnout.
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IV.

The

11

Value 11 Placed on Voting

This section's purpose is to show that the value an individual or
society attaches to voting will affect voter turnout.
Culture
One of the factors that seems to influence the value an individual
places on voting is culture. Political culture is usually defined as a
set of norms that help the individual citizen understand how he should
act in a democracy. Obviously, if the political culture is strongly
oriented toward participation, then the individual citizen will place a
greater value on participation and be more likely to participate. The
increase in voter turnout in a participant-oriented political culture
should be apparent.
Almond and Verba take the idea of political culture a step further
in their research on civic culture. They define civic culture as a
11
participant political culture in which the political culture and
political structure are congruent. 11 25 The achievement of this kind of
civic culture would be the ideal of any democracy since the citizens
would participate to a large extent and would have confidence in the
structure within which they were participating.
Many have argued that West Germany has not yet established this
civic culture. One author in 1973 said 11 that a democratic pol itic~ 6
culture simply does not exist in West Germany at the present time. 11
The reason many have held to this position is that the only form of
participation West Germans have become involved in was voting. Edinger
explains the German's tradition~)ly high voter turnout as a sense of
11
civic duty to go to the polls. 11
This has been a common feeling among
scholars before the 1970s; but, as was pointed out earlier, West Germans
are beginning to participate in numerous ways; and it may well be that
they are now developing their civic culture.
Civic culture exerts a social pressure on citizens to participate
and obviously cannot be overlooked as a factor in voter turnout. An
individual gains these cultural values through the continual process of
socialization. If our families, friends, and other members of society
impart to us a value for voting through the socialization process, then
we will be more likely to vote.
Relative Importance
Often, the value we hold for voting depends on our personal
position. The importance of voting is relative to the individual 1 s
needs. One example of this is the 11 farm vote. 11 Farmers have typically
had a higher voter turnout than other o~pations. This is true in
Germany as well as in the United States.
l✓ olfinger and Rosenstone
give us an explanation of this phenomenon in their book, Who Votes?
They say the answer lies in two areas. First, government 11 programs give
and loan money, limit production, buy crops, guarantee prices, regula~§
farm labor, give advice, improve land, provide water and so on. 11
Second, farmers have 11 wide fluctuations in their ~nomic fortunes,
often because of real or imagined government actions. 11
If Wolfinger 1 s
and Rosenstone s hypothesis is correct, then we must conclude that voter
turnout is affected by personal, relative importance.
Certain
government employees also fall into this category with farmers, since
they are often voting to keep their jobs.
1
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Wolfinger gives us another illustration of the effect of relative
value on voter turnout. He says that Americans probably valu~flections
less than Europeans because we have so many elections here.
In the
case of a West German, he may only have one national election in four
years, so that one election has more value to him than a national
election to an American who votes every other year or more.
V. Conclusion
This paper began by relating the concept of a free market to the
voting decision. The thesis we began with was that two factors-- 11 price 11
and 11 value 11 --are important to voting, as well as market decisions.
After giving some background information and definitions, we proceeded
to examine the price of voting, which is the effort one spends to
register and then to vote. Following this, we analyzed the value of
voting, which takes into consideration the reasons for one society
placing a greater importance on voting than another society. From the
evidence presented in this paper, it appears that the hypothesis is
fairly workable. The hypothesis itself is somewhat general, however,
and further research might be helpful if it narrowed in on certain
aspects of this study and obtained more quantitative data which could be
more easily compared.
In the voter turnout comparison between West Germany and the United
States, West Germany clearly has an advantage (see Figure 5.1).
Although the evidence is not conclusive, it appears that the difference
may be due to the fact that the Germans value voting more and can vote
at a lower price.
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Figure 5.1
VOTER TURNOUT IN THE UNITED STATES AND WEST GERMANY
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